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The Ring at the Centre:
Eaca in The Lord of the Rings
by W illiam  H . G reen
J. R. R. TOLKIEN i s  b e s t  known t o  t h e  A m erican  p u b l i c  a s  t h e  
a u th o r  o f  T he H o b b it and  T he L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s , b u t  h i s  
fam e a s  a  s t o r y t e l l e r  i s  r e c e n t  com pared  t o  h i s  fam e a s  a 
s c h o l a r .  Long b e f o r e  h i s  f i c t i o n  becam e p o p u l a r ,  T o lk ie n  
was known t o  p h i l o l o g i s t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  h i s  e d i t i o n  o f  S i r  
G aw ain a n d  th e  G reen  K n ig h t and  f o r  "B e o w u lf: T he M o n s te rs  
and  t h e  C r i t i c s , "  an  e s s a y  w h ich  l e f t  i t s  m ark on s u b s e ­
q u e n t  m e d ie v a l  s t u d i e s .  The a u th o r  o f  The L o rd  o f  th e  
R in g s , t h e n ,  a c h ie v e d  em in en ce  i n  two d i s t i n c t  a r e a s ,  a s  a 
s t o r y t e l l e r  and  a s  a  s c h o l a r .
The i n t e r r e l a t e d n e s s  o f  t h e s e  tw o a r e a s  i s  o b v io u s .  
T o lk ie n  w as a  m e d i e v a l i s t  by s p e c i a l i z a t i o n ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  
and  m e d ie v a l  e c h o e s  ab o u n d  i n  h i s  f i c t i o n .  B u t an  a n e c d o te  
fro m  h i s  d ay s  a t  O x fo rd  s u g g e s t s  how e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y  i n t e r ­
tw in e d  w ere  T o l k i e n 's  p o e t i c  an d  p h i l o l o g i c a l  im p u ls e s .  
C a l le d  t o  r e a d  a  s c h o l a r l y  p a p e r  a b o u t  m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a t u r e  
b e f o r e  h i s  c o l l e a g u e s ,  P r o f e s s o r  T o lk ie n  o f f e r e d  i n s t e a d  a 
poem o f  h i s  own c o m p o s i t io n ,  e x p la in in g  t h a t  h i s  im m e d ia te  
d e s i r e  upon  r e a d in g  a  m e d ie v a l  w ork was t o  i m i t a t e  i t  r a t h e r  
th a n  t o  d i s c u s s  i t . 1 Thus h i s  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  
h e  s t u d i e d  w e re  e x p r e s s e d  i n  tw o a lm o s t  i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e  
fo rm s— i n  s c h o l a r l y  e s s a y s  an d  i n  im a g in a t iv e  f i c t i o n .
T o l k i e n 's  s c h o l a r l y  w r i t i n g  o f f e r s  v a l u a b l e  c u e s  f o r  t h e  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  h i s  f i c t i o n .  One o b v io u s  ex am p le  i s  from  
h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  O ld  E n g l i s h  p o e t i c  d i c t i o n  i n  h i s  " P r e f a ­
t o r y  R em arks" t o  t h e  H a l l  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  B e o w u lf. The word 
b e o m , h e  e x p l a i n s  t h e r e ,  m ean t 'w a r r i o r '  when u se d  i n  O ld  
E n g l is h  h e r o i c  p o e t r y  b u t  was s t i l l  a  fo rm  o f  t h e  word 
b e a r .2 I t  i s  n o t a b l e  t h a t ,  fro m  t h e  many a v a i l a b l e  i n s t a n ­
c e s  o f  p o e t i c  d i c t i o n ,  T o lk ie n  s e l e c t e d  t h e  word b e o rn  
'b e a r ,  w a r r i o r , ' f o r  "B e o rn "  i s  t h e  name o f  a  c h a r a c t e r  who 
i s  p a r t  b e a r ,  p a r t  m an, i n  T he H o b b it. The m a n -b e a s t  a m b i­
g u i t y  o f  t h e  w ord a p p a r e n t l y  s t r u c k  d e e p  i n t o  t h e  im a g in a ­
t i o n  o f  T o lk ie n ,  who i d e n t i f i e d  one o f  t h e  " p r im o r d ia l  human 
d e s i r e s "  a s  t h e  d e s i r e  t o  commune w i th  a n i m a l s . 3 In  any  
c a s e ,  T o lk ie n  em ploys t h e  a m b ig u i ty  o f  b e o m  i n  t h e  " P r e f a ­
t o r y  R em arks" a s  w e l l  a s  i n  The H o b b it an d  so  s u p p l i e s  — 
w h e th e r  d e l i b e r a t e l y  o r  n o t — a s c h o l a r l y  f o o t n o te  t o  h i s  own 
f i c t i o n .
A s i m i l a r  i n t e r p r e t a t i v e  c u e ,  l e s s  o b v io u s  b u t  m ore 
i n t e r e s t i n g ,  a p p e a r s  a s  T o lk ie n  d i s c u s s e s  t h e  w ord e a c en  t o  
d e m o n s tr a te  t h e  m u l t i p l i c i t y  an d  im p r e c i s io n  o f  synonym s 
u s e d  t o  t r a n s l a t e  i n d i v i d u a l  O ld  E n g l i s h  w o rd s . T hough , a s  
T o lk ie n  o b s e r v e s ,  H a l l  t r a n s l a t e s  e a c e n  v a r i o u s l y  w i th  t h e  
w ords s ta lw a r t ,  b ro a d , h u g e , and  m ig h ty — s e r v i c e a b l e  t r a n s ­
l a t i o n s  i n  c o n t e x t — t h e  w ord a c t u a l l y  m ean t 'e n l a r g e d '  
r a t h e r  th a n  m e re ly  ' l a r g e . ' "  In  f a c t ,  e a c e n  i s  t h e  p a s t  
p a r t i c i p l e  o f  t h e  v e rb  e a c a n , and  i n  D eor t h e  w ord s p e c i f i ­
c a l l y  m eans 'p r e g n a n t '  a s  B e a d u h i ld e ,  r a p e d  b y  W eland , d o l e ­
f u l l y  p e r c e i v e s  bast h eo  e a c e n  waes  ( ' t h a t  s h e  w as p r e g n a n t ' ) .  
T o lk ie n ,  t h e n ,  i s  p r e s e n t i n g  a  w e l l - c h o s e n  exam ple  t o  i l l u s ­
1 R ich a rd  C. W est, "Contem porary M ed iev a l A u th o r s ,"  T o l ­
k i e n  J o u r n a l ,  11 ( 1 9 7 0 ) ,  p .  10 .
2 J .  R .R . T o lk ie n ,  " P r e fa to r y  Rem arks," in  B e o w u l f  a n d  
t h e  F i n n e s b u r g  F r a g m e n t ,  t r a n s .  John R. C lark  H a l l ,  r e v .  C. 
L.W renn (London: G eorge A lle n  and Unwin, 1 9 5 0 ) , p p . x v i i -  
x v i i i .
3 T r e e  a n d  L e a f  (B o sto n : Houghton M i f f l i n ,  1 9 6 5 ) , p .  1 3 .
4 B e o w u l f ,  p p . x - x i .
t r a t e  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  i n h e r e n t  i n  r e a d in g  a  t r a n s l a t i o n ;  b u t  
i t  i s  n o t a b l e  t h a t ,  o f  a l l  p o s s i b l e  w o rd s t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s  
p o i n t ,  t h e  a u th o r  o f  The L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  c h o s e s  t h e  word 
e a c e n  a n d , d i s c u s s i n g  i t ,  f o r m u la te s  a  c o n c e p t  a p p l i c a b l e  to  
h i s  f i c t i o n .  W henever S a cen  i s  u se d  i n  B e o w u lf, T o lk ie n  
a s s e r t s ,  i t  " i n  a l l  i n s t a n c e s  may im p ly  n o t  m e re ly  s i z e  and 
s t r e n g t h ,  b u t  an  a d d i t i o n  o f  p ow er b eyond  t h e  n a t u r a l . "  
B eo w u lf i s  c a l l e d  e a c e n  b e c a u s e  h e  i s  endow ed w i th  " s u p e rh u ­
man t h i r t y f o l d  s t r e n g t h . "  H is  s t r e n g t h  i s  h i s  e a c a , h i s  
s u p e r n a t u r a l  i n c r e a s e . 5 S i m i l a r l y ,  i t  i s  e a s y  t o  f i n d  
i n s t a n c e s  o f  e a c e n  i n  T he L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s , o c c a s io n s  when 
c h a r a c t e r s  d i s p l a y  a d d i t i o n a l  p ow er b ey o n d  t h e  n a t u r a l ;  
in d e e d ,  su c h  o c c a s i o n s ,  su c h  e a c a , l i e  c l o s e  t o  t h e  th e m a t ic  
c e n t e r  o f  T o l k i e n 's  l a t e r  f i c t i o n .
To a v o id  m is u n d e r s ta n d in g ,  l e t  me e m p h a s iz e  t h a t  I u s e  
e a c e n  an d  e a ca  ( t h e  noun  fo rm ) o n ly  i n  r e f e r e n c e  t o  f a i r l y  
d r a m a t ic  a g g ra n d iz e m e n ts  o f  c h a r a c t e r s ,  u n e x p e c te d  u n v e i l ­
in g s  o f  p o w e r , s w i f t  lo o m in g s  u p ,  o r  shadow y to w e r in g s .  The 
f i r s t ,  p e rh a p s  t h e  d e f i n i t i v e  e a c a , o c c u r s  i n  t h e  f i r s t  
c h a p te r  o f  T he F e llo w s h ip  o f  th e  R in g  when B i lb o ,  h i s  w i l l  
t a i n t e d  by  S a u r o n 's  r i n g ,  c la im s  t h e  R ing  and i m p l i c i t l y  
t h r e a t e n s  G a n d a lf  w i th  h i s  l i t t l e  sw o rd . The e n la rg e m e n t  o f  
t h e  w iz a rd  i s  im m e d ia te  an d  u n m is ta k a b le :  " G a n d a l f 's  e y es  
f l a s h e d .  ' I t  w i l l  be  my t u r n  t o  g e t  a n g ry  s o o n , '  h e  s a i d .
' I f  you s a y  t h a t  a g a i n ,  I s h a l l .  T hen you  w i l l  s e e  G a n d a lf  
t h e  G rey  u n c l o a k e d . ' He to o k  a  s t e p  to w a rd s  t h e  h o b b i t ,  and  
h e  seem ed t o  grow t a l l  and  m e n a c in g ; h i s  shadow  f i l l e d  t h e  
l i t t l e  r o o m ." 6 The e f f e c t  i s  a s  b r i e f  a s  i t  i s  e m p h a t ic .  
When B ilb o  r e l e n t s ,  G a n d a l f 's  pow er i s  o n c e  a g a in  c lo a k e d ,  
and h e  becom es o n c e  a g a in  "a n  o ld  g re y  m an, b e n t  and  
t r o u b l e d . " 7 T h is  i s  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  t h e  e a c a s  when th e y  
a p p e a r  i n  c h a r a c t e r s  n o t  w h o lly  m a l ig n :  a  b r i e f  r e v e l a t i o n  
o f  u n u s u a l  pow er e r r u p t i n g  a t  n e e d  th ro u g h  a  c h a r a c t e r 's  
o r d in a r y  e x t e r i o r ,  th e n  su b m e rg in g  a g a in  when t h e  n e e d  i s  
p a s t .
G a n d a l f 's  pow er i s  u n c lo a k e d  many t im e s  i n  T he L o rd  o f  
th e  R in g s . When t h e  f e l l o w s h ip  i s  a t t a c k e d  by  e v i l  w o lv es 
a t  n i g h t ,  t h e  w iz a rd  g row s f o rm id a b le :  " I n  t h e  w a v e r in g  
f i r e l i g h t  G a n d a lf  seem ed su d d e n ly  t o  grow : he  r o s e  u p , a 
g r e a t  m en ac in g  sh a p e  l i k e  t h e  monument o f  some a n c i e n t  k in g  
o f  s to n e  s e t  up o n  a  h i l l "  ( I ,  3 1 2 ) . In  E l r o n d 's  h o u se  F rodo  
i s  a w e s tru c k  when h e  s e e s  G a n d a lf  " r e v e a l e d "  a s  a  s t r o n g ,  
m a j e s t i c  f i g u r e  ( I ,  2 3 9 ) . And l a t e r ,  a f t e r  h i s  d e f e a t  o f  
t h e  f i e r y  B a lr o g ,  G a n d a lf  r e v e a l s  h im s e l f  s p e c t a c u l a r l y  to  
A ra g o rn , G im li ,  an d  L e g o la s .  S eem ing  a t  f i r s t  t o  b e  a  s i n ­
i s t e r  o ld  m an, G a n d a lf  i s  s a i d  t o  grow " s u d d e n ly  t a l l ,  
to w e r in g  o v e r  th e m ,"  d a z z l in g  them  w ith  h i s  f i e r y  e y e s  and 
w h i te  g a rm e n ts ;  b u t  a g a i n ,  a s  u s u a l ,  t h e  e a c a  i s  b r i e f ,  and 
h e  l i t e r a l l y  c lo a k s  h i s  superh u m an  p o w e r. He w raps a  g ra y  
c lo a k  a ro u n d  t h e  w h i te  o n e  a s  so o n  a s  t h e  t h r e e  h a v e  r e c o g ­
n iz e d  him  ( I I ,  9 7 - 9 8 ) .  As G a n d a lf  t h e  W h ite , a  p u r i f i e d  
su p e rh u m an  p o w e r , h e  i s  p e r i o d i c a l l y  r e v e a l e d  d u r in g  th e  
l a t t e r  p a r t  o f  t h e  s t o r y :  when h e  cows G rlm a i n  T h e o d e n 's  
h a l l  ( I I ,  1 1 8 ) ; when " h i s  v o ic e  grew  i n  pow er and  a u t h o r -
5 B e o w u l f ,  p .  x i .
6 T h e  L o r d  o f  t h e  R i n g s ,  3 v o l s . ,  (2nd . e d . ;  B o sto n :  
Houghton M i f f l i n ,  1 9 6 5 ) , I ,  4 2 . L a te r  r e f e r e n c e s  to  t h i s  
e d i t io n .
7 I b i d . ,  p .  4 3 .17
i t y "  an d  h e  b r e a k s  S a ru m a n 's  pow er ( I I ,  1 8 9 ) ; when h e  r i d e s  
o u t  fro m  G ondor t o  r e s c u e  F a r a m i r 's  r e t u r n i n g  p a t r o l ,  r i d i n g  
o u t  a s  " a  f l a s h  o f  w h i te  an d  s i l v e r , "  r e t u r n i n g  " p a l e  i n  t h e  
t w i l i g h t  a s  i f  h i s  f i r e  w ere  s p e n t  o r  v e i l e d "  ( I I I ,  8 3 ) ;  and 
f i n a l l y  when h e  r i d e s  o u t  t o  m ee t F a ra m ir  a  se c o n d  t im e ,  
" u n v e i l e d  o n c e  m o re" ( I I I ,  9 4 ) .  In  e a c h  o f  t h e s e  i n s t a n c e s  
t h e r e  i s  a  su d d e n  r e v e l a t i o n  o f  su p e rh u m an  p o w e r , f o l lo w e d  
i n  m o st c a s e s  by  an  e x p l i c i t  v e i l i n g  o f  t h a t  pow er when th e  
n e e d  i s  p a s t .  O n ly  a t  t h e  v e r y  end  o f  The L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  
i s  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  G a n d a l f 's  h id d e n  pow er r e v e a l e d :  h e  h a s  
b e e n  w e a r in g  an  i n v i s i b l e  r i n g ,  o n e  o f  t h e  t h r e e  e lv e n  r i n g s  
n o t  u n d e r  t h e  m a l ig n a n t  p ow er o f  S a u ro n .
G a l a d r i e l ,  Queen o f  t h e  G o ld en  Wood, m a n i f e s t s  a  su d d e n , 
s u p e r n a t u r a l  i n c r e a s e  i n  pow er a f t e r  F ro d o  o b s e rv e s  h e r  
e lv e n  r i n g  and  o f f e r s  h e r  t h e  One R in g . I t  i s  an  e a c a  o f  
e x t r a o r d i n a r y  c l a r i t y :  "S he l i f t e d  up h e r  h an d  a n d  fro m  th e  
r i n g  t h a t  s h e  w ore t h e r e  i s s u e d  a  g r e a t  l i g h t  t h a t  i l lu m in e d  
h e r  a lo n e  an d  l e f t  a l l  e l s e  d a r k .  S he s to o d  b e f o r e  F ro d o  
se em in g  now t a l l  b eyond  m e a su re m e n t, and  b e a u t i f u l  b eyond  
e n d u r in g ,  t e r r i b l e  and  w o r s h ip f u l .  Then s h e  l e t  h e r  han d  
f a l l ,  an d  t h e  l i g h t  f a d e d ,  and  s u d d e n ly  sh e  la u g h e d  a g a i n ,  
and  lo !  s h e  was s h ru n k e n :  a  s l e n d e r  e lf -w o m a n , c l a d  i n  
s im p le  w h i te ,  w hose g e n t l e  v o ic e  was s o f t  and  s a d "  ( I ,  3 8 1 ) . 
H e re , i t  may b e  n o te d ,  t h e  e a ca  a p p e a r s  t o  b e  p ro d u c e d  by 
G a l a d r i e l ' s  m ag ic  r i n g ,  t h e  se c o n d  r i n g  o f  t h e  s e t  t o  w hich  
G a n d a l f 's  b e lo n g s .  G a l a d r i e l ' s  a l l y ,  E l r o n d ,  who h a s  t h e  
o t h e r  r i n g  o f  t h e  s e t ,  m akes no su c h  d a z z l i n g  d i s p l a y s ,  b u t  
h e  i s  a  b e in g  o f  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  p o w er. A r i v e r  f l o o d s  a t  h i s  
command ( I ,  2 3 6 ) , and  F ro d o  i s  awed when h e  f i r s t  m e e ts  
E lr o n d ,  " t h e  L ord  o f  R iv e n d e l l  an d  m ig h ty  among E lv e s  and 
Men" ( I ,  2 3 9 ) . H is  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  p o w ers re m a in  num inous 
and  s t a b l e — h a l f  h id d e n ,  h a l f  r e v e a l e d — w h en ev e r t h e  h o b b i t s  
s e e  h im ; b u t  h i s  a p p e a ra n c e  i n  m a je s ty  b e s i d e  G a n d a l f ,  a  
s c e n e  w h ich  i s  a  s p e c i f i c  e a c a  f o r  t h e  w iz a r d ,  im p l ie s  t h a t  
he  i s  c a p a b le  o f  e a c a s  e q u a l l i n g  G a n d a l f 's  and  G a l a d r i e l ' s .  
He i s  an  e a c en  k in g  an d  a  r i n g - b e a r e r .
F ro d o  and Sam m a n i f e s t  s u p e r h o b b i t  p o w ers  s e v e r a l  t im e s  
i n  The L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s , a  s e q u e n c e  o f  S a c a s  l e a d in g  up t o  
F r o d o 's  c la im in g  t h e  R ing  on M ount Doom. The f i r s t  o c c u r s  
when F ro d o , in v o k in g  t h e  pow er o f  t h e  R in g , dem ands an  o a th  
o f  o b e d ie n c e  from  G o llu m , w hose w i l l  h a s  b e e n  u t t e r l y  e ro d e d  
by th e  R in g . When F ro d o , a s  b e a r e r  o f  t h e  R in g , i n s i s t s  on 
h i s  dem and, h e  g row s v i s i b l y  i n  pow er and  s i z e .  He becom es 
an  e a c e n  H o b b i t : " F o r  a  moment i t  a p p e a re d  t o  Sam t h a t  h i s  
m a s te r  h ad  grow n a n d  G ollum  h a d  s h ru n k :  a  t a l l  s t e r n  shadow , 
a  m ig h ty  l o r d  who h id  h i s  b r i g h t n e s s  i n  g r e y  c lo u d ,  an d  a t  
h i s  f e e t  a  l i t t l e  w h in in g  d o g "  ( I I ,  2 2 5 ) . L a t e r ,  a s  h e  and  
G ollum  a p p ro a c h  t h e i r  showdown a to p  M ount Doom, F ro d o  i s  
a g a in  u n v e i l e d  a s  a  l o r d l y  p o w e r, and  a g a in  t h e  R ing  i s  c e n ­
t r a l  t o  t h e  s c e n e .  The two r i v a l s  f a c e  e a c h  o t h e r ,  a n d  Sam 
a g a in  s e e s  G ollum  s h r u n k e n ,  h i s  m a s te r  t o w e r in g .  G ollum  h a s  
becom e a  d e f e a t e d  shadow , "a n d  b e f o r e  i t  s to o d  s t e r n ,  
u n to u c h a b le  now by  p i t y ,  a  f i g u r e  ro b e d  i n  w h i t e ,  b u t  a t  i t s  
b r e a s t  i t  h e ld  a  w h ee l o f  f i r e "  ( I I I ,  2 2 1 ) .  The f i g u r e  i s ,  
o f  c o u r s e ,  F ro d o , now a lm o s t  w h o lly  d i s p o s s e s s e d  o f  h i s  
i d e n t i t y  by th e  R in g , w h ich  i s  t h e  w h ee l o f  f i r e .  F i n a l l y ,  
a t  t h e  end o f  h i s  q u e s t ,  F ro d o  u n d e rg o e s  y e t  a n o th e r  e a c a .
A moment b e f o r e  h e  v a n i s h e s  b e f o r e  S am 's  e y e s ,  h e  sp e a k s  o u t 
to  c la im  t h e  R ing  a s  h i s  own; and  h i s  v o i c e  i s  u n n a t u r a l l y  
s t r o n g ,  " a  v o i c e  c l e a r e r  an d  m ore p o w e r fu l  th a n  Sam h ad  e v e r  
h e a r d  him  u s e "  ( I I I ,  2 2 3 ) .
D u rin g  t h e  b r i e f  i n t e r v a l  when Sam p o s s e s s e s  t h e  R in g , 
h e  to o  becom es ea c e n . M e re ly  w e a r in g  t h e  R in g , h e  f e e l s  
h im s e l f  " e n l a r g e d ,  a s  i f  h e  w e re  ro b e d  i n  a  h u g e  d i s t o r t e d  
shadow  o f  h im s e l f "  ( I I I ,  1 7 7 ) . And when h e  c l u t c h e s  t h e  
r i n g  i n  h i s  han d  t o  c o n f r o n t  a  h o s t i l e  o r e ,  h e  m a n i f e s t s  
pow er c l e a r l y  b eyond  t h a t  w h ich  i s  h i s  b y  n a t u r e .  I n s t e a d  
o f  a  f r i g h t e n e d  h a l f l i n g  " t r y i n g  t o  h o ld  a  s t e a d y  s w o rd ,"
Sam a p p e a r s  t o  b e  a  f o r m id a b le  e l f - w a r r i o r ,  " a  g r e a t  s i l e n t  
s h a p e ,  c lo a k e d  i n  g re y  shadow , lo o m in g  a g a i n s t  t h e  w a v e r in g  
l i g h t  b e h in d ."  Two t a l i s m a n s  a r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  c r e d i t e d  w ith  
s t r i k i n g  f e a r  i n  t h e  o r e ' s  h e a r t — t h e  a n c i e n t  e lv e n  sw ord 
and t h e  h id d e n  R in g — b u t  t h e  R ing  h a s  t h e  g r e a t e s t  e f f e c t  a s  
"som e n a m e le s s  m enace o f  pow er an d  doom" ( I I I ,  1 8 0 ) . T h is  
m enace s t a y s  w i th  Sam th r o u g h o u t  h i s  a d v e n tu r e  i n  t h e  o r c -  
i n f e s t e d  to w e r . Even th o u g h  h e  i s  no lo n g e r  to u c h in g  th e  
R in g , i t  re m a in s  " a  cow ing  m enace t o  t h e  s l a v e s  o f  M ordor"  
( I I I ,  1 8 3 ) . So Sam h a s  a  b r i e f  c a r e e r  a s  a n  e a ca n  h o b b i t ,  
b u t  h i s  c a r e e r  n e c e s s a r i l y  en d s  when h e  r e t u r n s  t h e  R in g  to  
F ro d o .
In  t h e  s c e n e s  i n v o lv in g  G ollum  a n d  t h e  h o b b i t s ,  t h e r e  
a r e  s e v e r a l  i n s t a n c e s  o f  w hat m ig h t b e  c a l l e d  r e v e r s e  e a c a ,
t h e  a p p a r e n t  d w in d l in g  an d  d e b a se m e n t o f  a  c h a r a c t e r  a s  h e  
i s  s e e n ,  e i t h e r  by  a  r i n g - b e a r e r  o r  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a  r i n g -  
b e a r e r .  The m o t i f  d o e s  n o t  o c c u r  w i th  t h e  t h r e e  e lv e n  
r i n g s ,  p re su m a b ly  b e c a u s e  t h e  r i n g s  a r e  u n t a i n t e d  by  S a u -  
r o n 's  p r i d e  a n d ,  t h u s ,  a g g r a n d iz e  t h e i r  o w n ers w i th o u t  
d im in i s h in g  o t h e r s .  B ut when th e  s e l f - c e n t e r e d  e a ca  o f  one 
o f  S a u r o n 's  r i n g s  o p e r a t e s ,  t h e r e  i s  o f t e n  a  c o r r e s p o n d in g  
d e b a s in g  o f  som eone n e a r  t h e  r i n g - b e a r e r .  I t  h a s  a l r e a d y  
b e e n  n o te d  t h a t  G ollum  i s  r e d u c e d  t o  a  w h in in g  c u r  when 
F ro d o  commands h im , b u t  t h i s  may n o t  seem  v e r y  n o t a b l e ,  f o r  
G ollum  i s  d o g l i k e  much o f  t h e  t im e ,  e v e n  w hen F ro d o  i s  n o t  
e a o e n . M ore n o t a b l e  i s  t h e  r e d u c t i o n  o f  a d m ir a b le  c h a r a c ­
t e r s  t o  a lm o s t  e q u a l l y  d e b a s e d  a p p e a r a n c e s .  When B i lb o ,  
s a i n t l y  i n  h i s  o ld  a g e ,  r e a c h e s  o u t  t o  to u c h  F r o d o 's  r i n g ,  
t h e  y o u n g e r  h o b b i t  s u d d e n ly  s e e s  " a  l i t t l e  w r in k le d  c r e a t u r e  
w i th  a  h u n g ry  f a c e  a n d  bo n y  g r o p in g  h a n d s "  ( I ,  2 4 4 ) .  N o te  
t h e  w ord l i t t l e ,  t h e  im ag es  o f  h u n g ry  d w in d l in g  an d  a n im a l ­
i s t i c  d e b a s e m e n t.  F r o d o 's  v i s i o n  o f  h i s  d e v o te d  s e r v a n t ,  
Sam, i s  s i m i l a r l y  d i s t o r t e d  when Sam o f f e r s  t o  s h a r e  t h e  
b u rd e n  o f  t h e  R in g . F ro d o  r e s p o n d s  v i o l e n t l y ,  c a l l i n g  Sam a  
" t h i e f "  and  s e e in g  h im  a s  " a  f o u l  l i t t l e  c r e a t u r e  w ith  
g r e e d y  e y e s  an d  s l o b b e r in g  m o u th "  ( I I I ,  1 8 8 ) .  And e v e n  G an­
d a l f  seem s d im in is h e d  when h e  o p p o se s  t h e  shadow y L ord  o f  
t h e  N azg Q l, t h e  g r e a t e s t  o f  S a u r o n 's  r i n g - b e a r e r s .  A t 
l e a s t ,  h e  d w in d le s  fro m  t h e  N a z g Q l's  p o i n t  o f  v ie w , f o r  t h e  
w r a i t h  m ocks t h e  w iz a r d  c o n te m p tu o u s ly :  "O ld  F o o l ! "  h e  s a y s .  
"O ld  F o o l!  T h is  i s  my h o u r .  Do y o u  n o t  know d e a th  when you  
s e e  i t ? "  ( I l l ,  1 0 3 ) .
T he e a o a s  o f  S a u ro n  an d  h i s  a g e n t s  a r e  n o t  a s  d r a m a t ic  
a s  t h o s e  o f  t h e  e l v e s  a n d  m o r t a l s ,  f o r  e v i l  b e in g s  h a v e  
becom e so  u t t e r l y  i d e n t i f i e d  w i th  t h e i r  s u p e r n a t u r a l  
i n c r e a s e s  o f  pow er t h a t  t h e y  la c k  a  n a t u r a l  fo rm . T hey c a n ­
n o t ,  l i k e  Sam, f e e l  t h e i r  o r d i n a r y  b o d ie s  ro b e d  i n  d i s t o r t e d  
shadow s b e c a u s e  t h e y  h a v e  n o  o r d i n a r y  b o d i e s .  They a r e  s h a ­
dow s. S a u ro n  i s  n e v e r  show n a s  a  b o d y , o n ly  a s  e y e ,  an d  t h e  
N azgQ l a r e  i n v i s i b l e .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h e y  h a v e  n o  s p e c i f i c  
e a o a s  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h e  G a n d a l f ,  G a l a d r i e l ,  F ro d o , an d  Sam 
d o . I t  i s  t h e i r  p e r v e r s e  n a t u r e  t o  b e  a lw a y s  e a o e n , s w o lle n  
w i th  u n n a t u r a l  p o w e r . A n im a ls  h a t e  th e m . T h e i r  m ere  p r e s ­
e n c e  b r o a d c a s t s  w aves o f  f e a r  and  d e s p a i r .  T hey a r e  c o n s i s ­
t e n t l y  d e s c r i b e d  i n  te rm s  s u g g e s t i v e  o f  t h e  d r a m a t ic  e a o a s  
o f  t h e  good c h a r a c t e r s ,  th o u g h  w h o l ly  n e g a t i v e  t e r m s .  When 
t h e  L o rd  o f  t h e  N azgQ l t h r e a t e n s  G a n d a l f ,  h i s  v e r y  a r r i v a l  
i s  a n  ea o a : "A g r e a t  b l a c k  sh a p e  a g a i n s t  t h e  f i r e s  b ey o n d  h e  
loom ed u p , grow n t o  a  v a s t  shadow  o f  d e s p a i r "  ( I I I ,  1 0 2 - 0 3 ) .  
He " lo o m ed  u p " ;  h e  h a s  "g ro w n " ; h e  i s  a  " v a s t  sh a d o w "— te rm s  
w h ich  s u g g e s t  G a n d a l f 's  own ea o a  e a r l y  i n  t h e  s t o r y ,  when h e  
seem s t o  "grow  t a l l  an d  m e n a c in g "  and  h i s  shadow  f i l l s  t h e  
room  ( I ,  4 2 ) .  T he o n ly  t im e  t h e  N a z g u l 's  m a s te r ,  S a u ro n ,  i s  
s e e n  a s  a  f u l l  f i g u r e  i s  on t h e  o c c a s io n  o f  h i s  f a d in g  fro m  
t h e  w o r ld  a s  t h e  R in g  i s  d e s t r o y e d ,  an d  t h i s  t im e  h e  a p p e a r s  
i n  t h e  sk y  a s  a  h u g e , a n  u l t i m a t e  e a ca : "And a s  t h e  C a p ta in s  
g a z e d  s o u th  t o  t h e  Land o f  M o rd o r, i t  seem ed t o  them  t h a t ,  
b l a c k  a g a i n s t  t h e  p a l l  o f  c lo u d ,  t h e r e  r o s e  a  hu g e  sh a p e  o f  
shad o w , i m p e n e t r a b l e ,  l ig h tn in g - c r o w n e d ,  f i l l i n g  a l l  t h e  
s k y "  ( I I I ,  2 2 7 ) .  T he d e s c r i p t i v e  w o rd s h e r e  p a r a l l e l  t h o s e  
fro m  o t h e r  e a o a s :  S a u ro n  i s  en o rm o u s, v a s t ,  and  t h r e a t e n i n g .  
As G a n d a lf  seem s t o  f i l l  a  room  i n  t h e  f i r s t  e a ca ,  s o  S a u ­
r o n ,  who knows no p r o p o r t i o n ,  seem s t o  f i l l  " a l l  t h e  s k y . "  
S a u ro n  i s  n o t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  h im s e l f  a  r i n g - b e a r e r ;  b u t  t h e  
h e a r t  o f  h i s  p ow er i s  t h e  R in g . He i s  l i k e  a  f a i r y - t a l e  
o g re  w i th  an  e x t e r n a l  h e a r t .  As G a n d a lf  e x p l a i n s  e a r l y  i n  
t h e  s t o r y ,  S a u ro n  p u t  a  l a r g e  p a r t  o f  h i s  f o rm e r  pow er i n t o  
t h e  One R in g , an d  i n  some way t h e  R in g 's  v e r y  e x i s t e n c e  
m a in ta in s  h i s  b a l e f u l  e m p ire  on  M i d d l e - e a r t h .  Even when 
F ro d o  h a s  t h e  R in g , S a u ro n  r e t a i n s  pow er a n a lo g o u s  t o  t h e  
R i n g 's ,  f o r  he  p u t  o n ly  p a r t  o f  h i s  f o rm e r  pow er i n t o  i t .  
T h u s , th o u g h  h e  i s  n o t  a  r i n g - b e a r e r ,  h i s  a s s o c i a t i o n  w i th  
t h e  R in g  i s  m o st i n t i m a t e  o f  a l l .  He i s  t h e  L o rd  o f  t h e  
R in g s ,  a n d  h i s  Saoa  c o n t in u e s  t h e  p r e v i o u s l y  s u g g e s te d  c o n ­
n e c t i o n  b e tw e e n  m a g ic a l  r i n g s  an d  e a ca s .
The c h a r a c t e r s  i n  T he L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  who may b e  
c a l l e d  e a o e n , t h e n ,  i n c l u d e  G a n d a l f ,  G a l a d r i e l ,  E lr o n d ,  
F ro d o , Sam, t h e  n in e  Nazgu l ,  a n d  S a u ro n . E x c e p t f o r  S a u ro n , 
t h e  L ord  o f  t h e  R in g s , th e y  a l l  b e a r  m ag ic  r i n g s ,  and  th e y  
a r e  t h e  o n ly  p e r s o n s  i n  M id d le - e a r th  who d o . So f a r ,  r i n g s  
and  e a c a s  a r e  i n v a r i a b l y  l i n k e d .
T he o n e  n o t a b l e  e x c e p t io n  i s  A ra g o rn , t h e  t r u e  k in g .  He 
seem s t o  grow  t a l l e r  an d  m ore  k i n g ly  a s  h e  r e v e a l s  h i s  n o b le  
a n c e s t r y  t o  t h e  h o b b i t s  ( I ,  1 8 3 ) ,  a s  G a l a d r i e l  c o n f i rm s  h i s  
k i n g s h ip  w i th  a  name an d  a  je w e l  ( I ,  3 9 1 ) ,  a s  h e  e n t e r s  t h e  
c o u n t r y  h e  i s  d e s t i n e d  t o  r u l e  ( I ,  4 0 9 ) ,  an d  e s p e c i a l l y  a s
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he is crowned king before the people (III, 246). In all 
these S a c a s , Aragorn wears no ring. Symbolic objects are, 
in fact, involved in all of Aragorn's e a c a s , objects which 
link the ring-eaoas with his by their very existence but 
which distinguish his by their variety. Rings and only 
rings confer transcendent power on the other characters, but 
Aragorn's noble nature is unveiled by anything associated 
with his kingship: a broken sword, an elven brooch, stone 
statues, or a jeweled crown. Aragorn is, as Patrick Calla­
han has pointed out, a unique person in Middle-earth, pos­
sessing naturally, as charismatic king, powers which would 
be unnatural in others.8  Thus, Aragorn's power, even when 
suddenly and dramatically manifested, may not be e a c e n  in 
the strictest sense—his powers are not a d d e d .b e y o n d  th e  
n a tu r a l . They are his nature. He is e a c e n , like Beowulf, 
in the sense that he has extraordinary god-given powers; but 
no magical technology, either for good or for evil, has 
added power to his innate complement as king. The unique­
ness of his e a c a s  is thematically interesting: the ring- 
e a c a s  of wizards, elves, hobbits, and wraiths manifest the 
dwindling magical powers of elves near the close of the 
Third Age; and the powers of Aragorn usher in the Fourth 
Age, the age of men. After the One Ring is destroyed, the 
giant shadows and gleaming figures appear no longer. Only 
Aragorn seems to grow taller then.
But the ring-eaeas represent the dominant powers during 
the greater part of The L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s , and the story may 
be clearer if we understand the implicit rules governing 
ring use. First, it seems that the e a c a  of the ring is man­
ifest at the choice of its owner. Gandalf and Galadriel 
grow tall and shining as deliberate acts of will, responses 
to need, and Frodo and Sam grow large whenever, bearing a 
ring, they set their wills against Gollum or some other 
rival. Evil beings, always e a c e n , are presumably always 
setting their wills against anyone not Sauron's slave, and 
even the slaves often quarrel. A second point, the danger 
of using Sauron's rings, is obvious. Gandalf warns Frodo 
never to use the One Ring, and the hobbit is weakened or 
wounded whenever he disobeys, ultimately becoming a slave to 
the Ring on Mount Doom. The ring-wraiths, habitual users of 
Sauron's rings, have been reduced to bodiless, loathsome 
shapes of pure evil; and Gollum has become almost repitil- 
ian. But even the good rings of the elves are apparently 
not to be used lightly and not as weapons except against 
other ring-bearers. Gandalf and Galadriel stage e a c a s  as
8 P a t r i c k  J .  C a l la h a n ,  "A nim ism  an d  M agic i n  T o l k i e n 's  
T h e  L o r d  o f  t h e  R i n g s , "  R i v e r s i d e  Q u a r t e r l y ,  4 (1971), 244.
instructive demonstrations to prevent a hobbit's giving away 
the One Ring; Gandalf uses e a c a s  to reveal himself to the 
Three Walkers and, in great haste, to nullify the despair of 
Wormtongue and the wizardry of Saruman. These are benevo­
lent e a c a s  and essentially dramatized statements, acts of 
communication. Gandalf's e a c a s  function as weapons only 
against ringwraiths, when they are clearly just and neces­
sary—supernatural power against supernatural power. Gan­
dalf becomes hostilely e a c e n  only as a referee, to neutral­
ize evil beings who, by attacking ordinary men with magic, 
have themselves broken the rules.
The best ring-bearers, Gandalf and Galadriel, obey the 
rules. The mixed beings, Frodo and Sam, break the rules in 
part and are partly corrupted, their corruption proportional 
to their infractions. The evil beings observe no moderation 
and are therefore totally corrupted. These points illus­
trate a function which rings—especially the One Ring—per­
form in The L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s . The One Ring tests those who 
come into contact with it. It is a sort of wandering moral 
inspector, revealing the degree of selfishness, the ethical 
balance, of characters by evoking responses to itself. As 
Elrond explains at the Council of Elrond, "The very desire 
of it corrupts the heart" (I, 281). But only hearts already 
corrupt or long exposed to temptation capitulate to this 
desire. Threading through The L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  is a series 
of temptation scenes in which the Ring, either by its pres­
ence or its imagined availability, tests Bilbo, Frodo, Gan­
dalf, Saruman, Tom Bombadil, Galadriel, Boromir, Faramir, 
Denethor, Gollum, and others. Ores invariably fail the 
test, of course, quickly betraying one another; and Sauron 
and the wraiths, defined by their unconditional lust for the 
Ring, reject the basis of the test. The major characters 
who are partly good assume relationships with one another — 
places in the moral scheme of Middle-earth—determined by’ 
their performances in these testing scenes. Thus, the test­
ing scenes and the e a c e n  scenes make a line of thematic con­
tinuity in the story, one of several mountain ranges domin­
ating the long highlands of The L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s .
W i l l i a m  H . G r e e n  r e c e i v e d  a  P h . D .  i n  E n g l i s h  f r o m  
L o u i s i a n a  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  i n  1 9 6 9 ,  d e a l i n g  i n  h i s  d i s ­
s e r t a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  m e d i e v a l  a n a l o g u e s  t o  The H o b b i t ,  a n d  
h e  i s  c u r r e n t l y  t e a c h i n g  a t  C l a y t o n  J u n i o r  C o l l e g e  n e a r  
A t l a n t a .  H e h a s  p u b l i s h e d  a n  a r t i c l e  i n  N o tes on T each ­
in g  E n g l i s h  a n d  p o e m s  i n  s e v e r a l  j o u r n a l s ,  a n d  h a s  h a d  a  
s h o r t  s t o r y  a c c e p t e d  f o r  p u b l i c a t i o n  b y  F a n ta s y  and  T e r ­
r o r .
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